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Zeynep Ton’s The Good Jobs Strategy is a critical 
resource for workforce development practitioners and 
economic developers who are interested in growing the 
number of “high road” jobs in their communities – jobs 
that offer a family-sustaining wage and opportunities for 
advancement, and in which workers are empowered to 
make decisions with some degree of autonomy. One way 
to grow the number of high road jobs in your community 
is to attract new businesses that already offer good jobs. 
But another critical strategy that economic developers can 
use to improve the job structure in their communities is to 
work closely with existing small and medium businesses 
to help them offer high road jobs. 
What do those strategies look like in action? Ton’s 
book, while primarily aimed at a business audience – 
Ton is an operations professor at MIT’s Sloan School 
of Management – doubles as a detailed playbook for 
economic developers who want to help their community’s 
small businesses offer high road jobs in ways that enhance 
their competitiveness. Scholars of business strategy and 
service operations acknowledge the link between good 
jobs, excellent customer service, and profits. Business 
school case studies tout the success of companies like 
the Four Seasons and Zappo’s, where front-line workers 
are empowered to make independent judgment calls to 
meet customers’ needs. Ton’s book adds new depth to our 
understanding of how these strategies work, arguing that 
any firm that simply offers good jobs is doomed to fail, 
unless those good jobs are also paired with operational 
excellence. “Operational excellence,” she writes, 
“requires a great operational design and great people to 
carry it out. Neither can make up for the lack of the other” 
(29). 
As a foil for her case studies of four firms that are 
industry leaders whose success is driven by investment in 
both people and operations, she offers the cautionary tale 
of Home Depot. In the 1980s and 1990s, Home Depot 
was the fastest-growing retailer in the world, offering 
customers a combination of expert service and low 
prices. Home Depot recruited experienced building trades 
workers, paid them well, and gave store managers a high 
degree of autonomy around stocking, advertising, and 
hiring. “Such decentralization,” Ton explains, “helped 
store managers and associates take ownership of their 
stores and understand their importance for Home Depot’s 
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success” (20) – on the surface, critical elements of a 
high road job, and a strategy that might be celebrated by 
workforce development advocates. But by 2000, Home 
Depot began to miss its earnings targets because, as 
Ton explains, a lack of operational discipline began to 
undermine employees’ ability to offer excellent service 
to customers. 
Explaining the critical role that good operations 
play in empowering front-line employees, Ton writes 
“It is hard for a grocery store to make you happy if it 
repeatedly doesn’t have what you came in for, or if the 
checkout line is long and slow, or if you get home and 
find that the eggs you just bought have already expired. 
[…] It is hard for your dry cleaner to make you happy if 
you can’t wear your favorite suit to an important meeting 
because they didn’t get it cleaned on time” (22-23). These 
examples might resonate with anyone who has committed 
to patronizing a new local business, wanting to support a 
local business owner who perhaps is also providing jobs 
to community members – but who has eventually been 
driven away by operational hiccups. 
Ton spends the bulk of the book describing in 
detail a recipe that local economic developers can offer 
to businesses. This strategy can also be a powerful part 
of the toolkit of workforce development advocates who 
push local firms to offer higher-quality jobs, only to be 
told it’s too costly. The key elements of Ton’s “good jobs 
strategy” are: (1) a more limited offering of products 
and services; (2) pairing employee empowerment with 
a relatively high degree of standardization facilitated by 
a limited product offering; (3) cross-training employees 
as a strategy for managing variability, rather than 
making employee schedules dependent on unpredictable 
demand; and (4) building slack into staffing, which gives 
employees time and space to contribute to improving 
operations – a long-term cost savings (15-16). 
This tightly interwoven strategy should serve as 
a model for local economic developers who seek to 
improve job quality in their communities through offering 
technical assistance. Although Ton’s case studies focus 
on national and international-scale retail businesses, in 
some ways her insights are even easier to apply for a 
business that is building its operations from the ground 
up. Ton’s good jobs strategy offers an essential tool for 
economic developers to simultaneously enhance the 
competitiveness of new local businesses while making 
them great places to shop and to work. 
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